


 
 

What is Blended Learning? A Literature-Based Definition 

We draw our working definition for blended learning from Christensen, Horn , and Staker (2013)1  
(see Figure i below).  

 
Figure i. A Definition of Blended Learning 

 

Blended Learning Models 

The literature suggests four discrete models of blended learning in practice.2 We describe each of the  
four models below, explaining how each model incorporates the different elements of the blended learning 
definition into its approach.  
 

1. Rotation Model . In this model, students rotate between learning paths or ñmodalitiesòðone of 

which is online learningðeither on a fixed schedule or at the teacherôs discretion. In practice, these 

rotations might mean that a student stays at her desk, but switches between a paper-and-pencil 

instruction and online learning on a tablet or laptop ; it also might involve students trading the classroom 

for a computer lab for a particular lesson. For example, this model includes the flipped classroom where 

students participate in online learning to access the content needed for the course and then attend the 

brick -and-mortar school for face-to-face, teacher-guided practice or projects.  

2.  Flex Model. Similar to the individual rotation model, the flex mo del features students working 

on a customized schedule that rotates between modalities, one of which is online learning. The flex 

model is not fixed but fluid , allowing for real -time changes in schedules to meet ever-changing student 

learning needs.  

3.  ñA La Carteò Model. The a la carte modelðalso known as the ñself-blendò modelðallows 

students to design their educational experience by selecting specific online courses to supplement their 

traditional in -school coursework. For the online coursework component, the teacher-of-record is virtual 

and learning occurs either in the school or off-site. This approach may be employed when schools do not have 

certain courses available on-site.  

4.  Enriched -Virtual Model. In this model, students learn primarily online, but split their time 

between the brick-and-mortar school and off -site. It is a ñwhole school experience,ò which means that it 

is a comprehensive approach to schooling (as opposed to the course-by-course approach in the flex and 

a la carte models). The teachers-of-record are primarily virtual, although teachers provide supplemental 

support in the brick -and-mortar environment as well.  

                                                        
1 Clayton Christensen Institute for Disruptive Education. (2013). Is K-12 blended learning disruptive? An introduction to the theory of hybrids. 

San Mateo, CA: Christensen, Horn, & Staker. Retrieved from: http://bit.ly/1ufTtgZ 
2 ibid. 
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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 
 
The Philadelphia Education Research Consortiumðor PERCðwas launched in August 2014 as an 
innovative partnership designed to provide research and analyses on some of the cityôs most pressing 
education issues. This partnership was forged among the School District of Philadelphia, Philadelphiaôs 
charter school sector, and Research for Action (RFA). PERC draws on the rich research expertise in 
Philadelphiaðboth within RFA and from three of the city's major research universities ðto conduct 
research that meets the information needs identified by representatives of Philadelphia's public schools. 
 
Building on our initial study of blended learning definitions ,3 empirical evidence, and conditions for 
implementation success, this Research Brief examines educatorsô on-the-ground perspectives about 
blended learning implementation. In our two -pronged study approach, we: 
 

1) Explore best practices in implementation at fo ur sites: New York Cityôs iZone schools; District of 
Columbia Public Schools (DCPS); Lebanon, PA School District ; and E.L. Haynes Public Charter 
School in Washington, DC; and  

2) Present findings from a local survey of technology coordinators and teachers in the School 
District of Philadelphia and the cityôs charter partners regarding the capacity of schools to 
implement blended learning models and strategies.  

 
Below, we highlight key findings from the qualitative site visits in three areas: 1) product and pr ogram 
procurement; 2) school-level structures; and 3) system-level supports. We then provide key findings 
from the local survey. 

 

 

 

                                                        
3 http://www.phillyeducationresearch.org/projects/blended-learning/  

http://www.phillyeducationresearch.org/projects/blended-learning/
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Lessons Learned: Products and Programs 

Table ES1. Lessons Learned in Product and Program Procurement 

 

Lessons Learned: School-Level Structures 

Table ES2. Lessons Learned in School-Level Structures 
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Lessons Learned: System-Level Supports 

Table ES3. Lessons Learned in System-Level Supports 

 

Survey Findings 

In an effort to examine the School District of Philadelphiaôs capacity to implement blended learning 
models in its schools, we surveyed technology staff within District and charter schools regarding four 
areas related to blended learning: capacity and interest; technology and infrastructure; current blended 
learning models; and professional development and integration. 

Capacity and Interest 

¶ Among the schools that responded ,4 the majority had a formal technology 
position, although staff filling technology positions frequently had multiple roles. 
Of the 108 respondents, 79% (n=85) reported having a formal technology position, while 20% 
(n=22) reported an informal position. 5 

¶ Technology coordinators identified technology support as their most common 
responsibility.  Nearly all respondents (97%) reported that they provided tech support as part 
of their job, exceeding all other categories by more than 10 percentage points. 

¶ 64% of Survey respondents are interested in learning more about blended 
learning. Nearly two thir ds (64%) of question respondents (n=89) were interested in hearing 
about more ways to institute blended learning at their school.  

                                                        
4 Given that this survey was sent to technology coordinators, it is possible that schools where the role of technology coordinator is less 

important might not have responded. In these schools the part time òtechnology coordinatoró might have many different roles and might 

not have time nor have interest in responding to this survey. 
5 One respondent (1%, n=1) reported that he/she did not hold a technology position. 
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Technology and Infrastructure to Support Blended Learning 

¶ Technology devices are primarily based in computer labs or mobile c arts. All survey 

respondents reported that students have access to some technology during the school day, and 

many reported that students have multiple ways to access personal computing devices. 

¶ Technology coordinators believe there is a need for more mobi le carts and one -to -

one computing devices . While nearly two thirds (65%) of respondents reported a sufficient 

number of computer labs at their school, only 30% reported that they had a sufficient number of 

mobile laptop or tablet carts, and only 22% report ed a sufficient amount of one-to-one in-

classroom technology. 

¶ Technology users experience slow connectivity speeds when using their schoolsô 

Internet connections. The vast majority (93%) of survey respondents reported that they 

encountered slow connectivity speeds either occasionally or most of the time when accessing 

online content through their schoolôs Internet connection. 

Blended Learning Models in Place  

¶ At nearly every school, at least some teachers integrate personal computing 
devices into  classroom lessons. The vast majority (99%) of survey respondents (n=75) 
reported that at least some teachers integrate studentsô use of personal computing devices into 
classroom lessons. 

¶ Many schools had blended learning models in place during the 2014 -15 school 
year. A majority (74%) of survey respondents (n=91) reported that their school used at least 
one blended learning model (Station Rotation, Flipped Classroom, Flex, or A La Carte). 

Professional Development and Integration of Blended Learning  

¶ Few sc hools offered blended learning professional development during the 2014 -
15 school year. Few respondents (14%, n=91) reported that their school provided blended 
learning professional development opportunities for teachers during the 2014 -15 school year. 

¶ Sur vey respondents were interested in future blended learning professional 
development opportunities focused on instruction and integration. A strong majority 
of respondents (86%) reported that the most important topic for future blended learning 
professional development was technology integration and instruction, such as classroom 
management, assessment, and differentiation. 

Recommendations 

Below, we provide recommendations for Philadelphia public schools to consider as they move towards 
implementing blended learning strategies.  
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Table ES4. Recommendations 
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Introduction 

Over the course of the last 10 years, policymakers and practitioners alike have turned to blended learning 
as a way to promote innovation, personalize the learning experience for students, and, ultimately, raise 
student achievement. Given these potential benefits of blended learning, the Philadelphia Educational 
Research Consortium is conducting a three part study of blended learning. Building on our initial research 
brief defining blended learning models and conditions to support implementation, this Phase 2 Research 
Brief examines educatorsô on-the-ground perspectives about blended learning implementation.  
 
Below we provide a brief review of Phase 1 and provide a snapshot of this Phase 2 report.  

Review of Phase I: Defining Models and Examining Conditions to Support 

Implementation 

Our Phase I  Research Brief  examined the research base on blended learning to identify a common 
working definition of blended learning, and to present a set of literature-based conditions for 
implementation that could be used to successfully integrate blended learning approaches into 
instructional improvement strategies.  
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